Mesarites continues his Decalogue with a description of one of the nails of Christ's Crucifixion that remained free of rust on account of the purity of the Lord's flesh and blood, his iron collar, or neck-cuff, the linen shrouds in which his body was wrapped, the cloth he used to wash his disciples' feet, the lance that opened his side during the crucifixion, the purple cloak the soldiers draped around him in mockery, the reed that served as his scepter, his leather sandals, and, finally, a fragment of his tombstone that is likened to the stone on which Jacob rested his head (Genesis 28, 18 ) and the corner stone that the builders rejected and that was compared to Christ himself in the letters of St. Paul (Ephesians 2, 20) . "Now, people," thus concludes Mesarites his account, "you have these Ten Commandments, but I will also show you the lawgiver himself, faithfully copied on a towel and engraved on fragile clay with such art that one sees it is not done thorns hangs."10 While the practice of suspending relics in the midst of churches is further attested for the Templum Domini in Jerusalem in the twelfth century, where "a skillfully worked vessel of golden brightness," possibly containing the blood of Christ or holy manna, was recorded by Albert of Aachen as hanging down from the dome, the source cannot be used to substantiate a more widespread earlier practice.11
But let us go back to the Church of Holy Sion and the objects shown to pilgrims inside it. Jerome, writing in 404 about the visit of the blessed Paula, does not know about the crown and merely records that "she was shown the pillar of the church which supports the colonnade and is stained with the Lord's blood. He is said to have been tied to it when he was scourged."12 But a few years later, Paulinus of Nola is the first to attest the crown's presence in Jerusalem in his letter to Macarius, where he cites "the manger of his birth, the river of his baptism, the garden of his betrayal, the palace of his condemnation, the column of his scourging, the thorns of his crowning, the wood of his crucifixion, the stone of his burial, [and] the places of his resurrection and ascension" as key witnesses of God's presence on earth and Christ salvific deed.13 Around the same time, the Breviarius mentions it alongside the column of Christ's flagellation and the stone with which Stephen was martyred, "in the center of the basilica [on Mount Sion]."14 By the second half of the sixth century, when the pilgrim from Piacenza visited Jerusalem, further objects were presented inside it:
" [Then] we went to the basilica of Holy Sion," he reports, "which contains many remarkable things, including the corner stone which the Bible tells us was 'rejected by the builders.' […] In this church is the column at which the Lord was scourged […] . On this column is the horn from which kings were anointed (including David), and the church also contains the crown of thorns with which they crowned the Lord, and the lance with which they struck him in the side. There are also many of the stones with which they stoned Stephen […] ."15
It is worth noting that most of the objects encountered by the Piacenza pilgrim in the basilica on Mount Sion are objects later housed in the Church of the Virgin of the Pharos in Constantinople, including the column of Christ's flagellation, the Crown of Thorns, and the Holy Lance.16 A fourth object, namely the corner stone that had been rejected by the builders, is directly alluded to by Mesarites in association with the tenth and final object of his Decalogue. And the horn from which Samuel anointed king David, while not in the Pharos, became the proud possession of an equally important church nearby, namely the Nea Ekklesia, built by Emperor Basil I between 876 and 880.17
Exactly when and how these objects arrived in the imperial capital cannot always be determined with certainty, but the Persian invasion of much of Syria and Palestine in 614 and the Arab conquest of Jerusalem in 637/38 resulted in a number of important relic translations already during the reign of Herakleios (610-641).18 As I have argued elsewhere, a notice in the Chronicon Paschale seems to suggest that the relic of the Holy Lance arrived in Constantinople during the fall of 629, more precisely on October 28 of that year, preceded by the return of the relics of the True Cross and Sponge.19 There is no mention, however, of a relic of the Crown of Thorns in the context of Herakleios's recovery of these important relics of Christ's Passion following the peace agreements with the Persians in 628 and 629. Nor, for that matter, do later Middle Byzantine sources record the translation or presence of this relic in Constantinople. It is, most notably, absent from the list of relics cited by Constantine VII in his famous harangue delivered to his armies in 958, possibly on the eve of the Byzantine victory over Saif ad-Dawla at Raban, which enumerates the most sacred relics of the Passion of Christ in imperial possession, namely "the precious wooden fragments [of the True Cross] and the undefiled lance, the precious titulus, the wonder-working reed, the life-giving blood which flowed from his precious rib, the most sacred tunic, the holy swaddling clothes, the God-bearing winding sheet, and the other relics of his undefiled Passion."20
Unless we assume that the Crown of Thorns hides in the undefined category mentioned at the end, it seems that the first reference to the Crown of Thorns as part of the relic collection of the Pharos Church at Constantinople is found not in Byzantine but in Western sources such as the anonymous pilgrim's account in the manuscript known as Tarragonensis or historical account noting the recovery or triumphal return of a lost relic from the East, but in a rather short and humble inscription on a much less humble object, namely the imperial reliquary staurotheke now in Limburg an der Lahn (Fig. 1) .25 Among the secondary relics grouped around the central relic of the True Cross, one is listed on its hinged door simply as "the Crown of Thorns of the humanity-loving Christ our Lord," (Fig. 2) thus attesting to the presence of that relic not only in Constantinople, but under the immediate control of the imperial household. The lengthy dedicatory inscription on the exterior frame of the staurotheke, executed in dodekasyllabic verses, leaves no doubt that the reliquary was made between 963, when Emperor Nikephoros Phokas bestowed the title of Proedros on Basil Lekapenos, the reliquary's patron, and 985, when Basil lost imperial favor and was exiled to the shores of the Bosphorus.26
The date for the likely "arrival" of the Crown of Thorns in the Byzantine capital must be set between 958, the date of Constantine VII's harangue, and 985, the final year in which Basil could have possibly been in a position to commission the staurotheke, finds further confirmation in yet another Western source, namely Aimon of Fleury's Historia Francorum, which, shortly before the end of the first millennium, claims that the crown was preserved in Constantinople.27 It does not, however, explain the relative silence of contemporary sources, which otherwise take great pride in reporting the recovery and translation of relics of Christ from Edessa, Gabbala, Jerusalem, or elsewhere during this time. We can hardly assume that the Crown of Thorns, with all its obvious connotations of divine kingship, would have been deemed too unimportant or controversial a relic to warrant an official record of its capture and triumphal advent in the city. The Limburg Staurotheke itself seems to emphasize this connection as the inscription on the reverse of the reliquary cross explicitly refers to the "crowned" emperors responsible for the decoration of the fragments of the True Cross (Fig. 3) :
God stretched his hands on the Wood, / Gushing forth through it the forces of life. The Emperors Constantine and Romanos / Adorned it with radiant stones and pearls, / Thus making the same full of wonder. / Christ once smashed with it Hades' Gates / Leading the dead from death to life. / Now the crowned ones who adorned it / Crush with it the barbarians' pride.
Whether this inscription, which was likely executed years if not decades before its precious container, provided an inspiration for the inclusion of the relic of the Crown of Thorns among the secondary relics of Christ's Passion, the Theotokos, and John the Baptist, is difficult to assess, but it is likewise difficult to imagine how those who read or heard the verses on relic and reliquary recited, could not compare the imperial στεφηφόροι mentioned on the reverse of precious relic with the στεφηφόρος who, out of utmost philanthropy, wore the ἀκάνθινος στέφανος for the redemption of sins and the salvation of humankind on the very wood they adorned. This reading may be taken even further if we consider the tone of Basil's own inscription that remains largely visible when the covering lid is removed:
No beauty had He, who was hanged on the Wood / And yet, in death even, Christ surpassed all in beauty. / While He had no comely form, He embellished my / Unsightly face disfigured by sin and transgression. / For, though He was God, He suffered in mortals' nature / Since Basil the Proedros highly revered Him / He greatly embellished the box of the wood / On which He was stretched and embraced all creation.
The emphasis of the inscription is squarely on Christ's dual nature as a condition and source for the salvation of humankind and the forgiveness of sins. Sins and transgressions are considered the reason for Basil's disfigurement, made visible in the unsightliness of his face, which Christ embellished just like Basil embellished the box for the wood, on which Christ had hung and embraced all creation. It is interesting to note in this context that there is, as Cynthia Hahn recently emphasized, a long exegetical tradition that considers Christ's thorny crown as an image of the sins of humankind.28 In his commentary on Matthew, Origen (d. 253 ) already speculated that Christ, "in taking up the scarlet robe, took upon himself the blood of the world, and in that thorny crown plaited on his 28 See Hahn 2015, 195-196 . head, he took upon himself the thorns of our sins."29 Two centuries later, Chromatius of Aquileia (d. 407) similarly pointed out in his treatise on Matthew that the crown of thorns which the Lord received on his head stands for our community [...] . At one time we were thorns that is to say sinners. Believing now in Christ, we have become a crown of righteousness [...], and we surround his head with our profession of faith [...] . A reed was placed in the Lord's right hand so that with heavenly notation he might pardon our misdeeds or inscribe his law in our hearts with divine letters.30
In the context of this exegetical tradition, of which I only cite the earliest representatives, Basil's inscription on his staurotheke and the assembled relics of four instruments of Christ's Passion, namely the cross, the crown of thorns, the purple cloak and the sponge, take on an altogether stronger meaning, one that is focused equally on the disfiguring tortures and mockery endured by Christ and the redeeming effects of his suffering on Basil's sins and transgressions.31
Yet another aspect of the inscriptions is worth noting. Despite their necessarily fragmentary nature, the relics assembled behind small doors in Basil's precious reliquary container are referred to in their inscriptions not as parts of a whole, but as complete objects. The inscription does not read "of the Crown of Thorns of the humanity-loving Christ our Lord," but "the Crown of Thorns of the humanity-loving Christ our Lord. Not "of the purple cloak of the life-giving Jesus Christ," but "the purple cloak of the life-giving Jesus Christ," and so on.
It is difficult to assess whether the metonymic relationship between the whole and the part as spelled out in inscriptions like the one on the Limburg Staurotheke contributed to the notion that the imperial palace was indeed in the possession of the Crown of Thorns in its entirety and thus created Western expectations of a physical object, venerated and used in the liturgical and ceremonial life of the capital, but it is one scenario that may explain the subsequent fabrication of the Crown of Thorns both as an idea and a thing.32
While the crown, or at least a portion of it, is now attested for the imperial palace for the late tenth century, the written sources continue to be reticent about its use and function. One of the few scraps of evidence that allow us a glimpse of the crown's use in the context of palace rituals is a scant note in Raymond d'Aguilers's account of the First Crusade, which attests that when the armies of the First Crusade passed through Constantinople in 1097, Emperor Alexios I (1081-1118), made their leaders swear "on the cross of the Lord and the Crown of Thorns, and many other holy objects" and promise not to keep for themselves any formerly Byzantine cities or castles they would be able to re-conquer.33
As reports about the secular and religious treasures of Constantinople filtered back to Western Europe through the accounts of pilgrims and historians of the Crusades, expectations to see and venerate the Crown of Thorns and other relics preserved inside the imperial palace started to mount, resulting in a steady flow of distinguished visitors, who, like Louis VII of France in 1147 or Henry the Lion in 1172, begged for permission to see and behold those things which, in the words of John Kinnamos, "having been close to the body of Christ, are considered signs of divine protection by Christians." It may not be considered too far-fetched to assume that it was this intense pressure from Western visitors to come, see, and venerate a real Crown of Thorns that ultimately resulted in an effort to produce the visible and tangible proof for its existence in the full and double meaning of the word. Nikolaos Mesarites's account, cited earlier, may be seen as the endpoint in this process, which re-connects in interesting ways with a much earlier tradition that had reached the West directly from Jerusalem and is expressed in a passage from Gregory of Tours's Glory of the Martyrs:
With regard to the lance, the reed, the sponge, the crown of thorns, and the column on which the Lord and Redeemer was whipped at Jerusalem [...] they say that the thorns of the crown appear as if alive. But if its leaves seem to have withered, every day they become green again because of divine power […].34 It was this evergreen crown that captured the imagination of Western visitors for centuries, led to the invention of fanciful accounts of Charlemagne's translation of the relic from Constantinople to Aachen in the eleventh century, and was eventually acquired by the French King Louis IX in 1239 from his cousin, Emperor Baldwin II.35 When the Crown of Thorns left Constantinople for Venice and Paris, its history as a real rather than an imagined object of veneration and symbol of divine kingship only just began. But this is a different story that deserves its own proper investigation. Fig. 1-3 : Limburg an der Lahn, Dom-und Diözesanmuseum, D 1/1 and 1/2, ca. 945-959 (cross) and 963-985 (theke).
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